A look back, a look ahead: 60 years of leadership at Furman by Blackwell, Randy
Furman Magazine
Volume 51
Issue 2 Fall 2008 Article 26
9-1-2008
A look back, a look ahead: 60 years of leadership at
Furman
Randy Blackwell
Furman University
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarexchange.furman.edu/furman-magazine
This Article is made available online by Journals, part of the Furman University Scholar Exchange (FUSE). It has been accepted for inclusion in Furman
Magazine by an authorized FUSE administrator. For terms of use, please refer to the FUSE Institutional Repository Guidelines. For more information,
please contact scholarexchange@furman.edu.
Recommended Citation
Blackwell, Randy (2008) "A look back, a look ahead: 60 years of leadership at Furman," Furman Magazine: Vol. 51 : Iss. 2 , Article 26.
Available at: https://scholarexchange.furman.edu/furman-magazine/vol51/iss2/26
A LOOK BACK, A LOO K  A H EAD: 60 YEARS O F  LEADERS H I P  AT FU RMAN . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . .  
Si nce Furman was established i n  1 826, 
the un iversity has been blessed with 
exceptional leadersh ip .  Each decade, 
despite various tria ls and tr ibu lations, 
Furman has emerged with creative new 
ideas and moved forward i n  a positive 
manner. The past 60 years, especia l ly, 
have brought about remarkable changes. 
I have had the unique opportun ity 
to know, both professional ly and person­
a l ly, the four presidents and first lad ies 
who have gu ided our un iversity dur ing 
this period. I have witnessed ·their com­
mitment, love, dedication and abi l ity to 
move Furman into the national l imel ight. 
John and Bea Plyler served 
Furman from 1939 to 1 964. John Plyler, 
a 1913 Furman graduate, was a man of 
vision and was a lways looking toward the future. 
He was responsible for selecti ng the current site 
of Furman's campus and for shepherding the monu­
menta l  move from downtown Greenvi l le  to the place 
we all enjoy today. This year, i n  fact, we are celebrating 
the 50th year of full-time classes on the "new" campus. 
Dr. Plyler had wonderful dreams, many of which 
have become reality today. 
My parents, Gordon and Lib Blackwell, followed 
the Plylers and served from 1 965 to 1976. Gordon 
Blackwel l 's goal for Furman was "greatness by national 
standards." 
A 1932 Furman graduate, he was responsible for 
secur ing the chapter of Phi Beta Kappa and pushed for 
innovative changes in the academic cu rricu lum.  U nder 
his leadership, the Furman faculty grew in strength, 
n umbers and prestige 
I heard him say many times, " The heart of an out­
standing university is the faculty." He wanted Furman 
to have the most outstanding faculty i n  the Un ited 
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States. I know he would be proud of the talent and 
dedication of today's professors. 
John and Martha Mauney Johns, both 1947 
graduates, followed and were a great team from 1 976 
to 1 994. John Johns was a publ ic relations expert 
and an accomplished fund-raiser. He was a true 
people person who knew how to rally the university 
community together. 
He was also a strong leader who ski l lful ly and 
determinedly gu ided Furman through some of the 
most difficult t imes in its h istory, especially the sepa­
ration from the South Carolina Baptist Convention. 
For the last 14 years Furman has been fortunate 
to have David Shi '73 and Susan Thomson Shi '71 
at the helm .  
David S h i  i s  an exceptional admin istrator who 
has provided visionary leadership as the u n iversity has 
upgraded its facilities. At the same t ime he has boosted 
Furman's stature and helped propel the un iversity i nto 
the forefront of such movements as engaged learning 
and sustainabi lity. I n  true Furman tradi­
tion, he has bui lt on the best qual ities 
of those who preceded h im.  
These extraord inary leaders brought 
their own distinctive styles to bear on 
the chal lenges and opportunities pre­
sented to them, and each built a stronger 
un iversity without compromis ing the 
fundamental va lues on which Furman 
was founded. 
It has been a pr iv i lege for me 
to know them for so many years. 
It is also a privilege and honor to serve 
for the next two years as president 
of the Furman Alumni Association. 
But I am not i n  this alone. All 
26,000 members of the Alumni Asso-
ciation a re vital to Furman's growth 
and success. I would l i ke to take this opportunity 
to thank you for your generous and ongoing support 
for alma mater. 
This year, as we celebrate the 50th ann iversary 
of the move to the new campus, we have the chance 
to put the spotl ight on Furman .  We have the oppor­
tun ity to stay connected, and I chal lenge each of 
our a lumni  to participate in this yearlong celebration. 
The campus is ca l l ing for your return and support. 
As we move forward with the " Because Furman 
Matters" campaign and with a new academic calendar 
and curriculum, the un iversity's future has never been 
more promising .  I bel ieve that Furman has reached 
my father's goal of "greatness by national standards." 
And if the last 60 years are any ind ication, 
the best is yet to come. 
- RANDY BLACKWELL 
The author, a 1963 Furman graduate, assumed 
the presidency of the Alumni Association this fall. 
